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RELU Special Issue Guest Editorial 
 
Jeremy Phillipson and Philip Lowe 1 
This special issue of Journal of Agricultural Economics introduces the purpose and 
scope of the UK Research Councils’ Rural Economy and Land Use (RELU) 
Programme.  
 
RELU is an unusual research programme which is breaking new ground in its 
radical approach to interdisciplinarity, by enabling social and natural scientists to 
work together to investigate the social, economic, environmental and technological 
challenges faced by rural areas. The programme is an unprecedented collaboration 
between three of the UK’s Research Councils, the Economic and Social Research 
Council (ESRC), the Biotechnology and Biological Sciences Research Council 
(BBSRC) and the Natural Environment Research Council (NERC). It has a budget 
of £20 million, with additional funding provided by the Scottish Executive 
Environment and Rural Affairs Department and the Department for Environment, 
Food and Rural Affairs. Interdisciplinary research is being funded between 2004 
and 2010 in order to inform policy and practice with choices on how to manage the 
countryside and rural economies, but also with a view to building capacity for 
interdisciplinary research in the long term. 
 
RELU was very pleased to be invited by JAE to put together this special issue at the 
outset of the programme, to put on the record its rationale and objectives and 
provide some insights into its conceptual and methodological underpinnings. It is 
apposite that an economics journal is the first publishing outlet for a collective 
output from the programme. Economics has, to date, led the social science 
representation in research collaboration with natural sciences. The discipline has a 
long established tradition of joint working with the natural sciences. Several of its 
subdisciplines are devoted to precisely that, such as resource economics, 
environmental economics, health economics and, of course, most venerably 
agricultural economics. The quantitative inclinations of economics and its 
commitment (at least in its neo-classical form) to positive (as opposed to normative) 
knowledge and explanations equip it well technically for collaboration with natural 
scientists. A key challenge for RELU will be to engage the full breadth of the 
potential social science contribution. 
 
Our intention in preparing the special issue is both to reflect on the opportunities 
presented by an interdisciplinary approach and also to encompass in the collection 
of papers an insight into the range of methodological and conceptual challenges 
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presented by the programme. Authors were specifically asked to prepare papers in 
this spirit. The collection presents a selection of papers, including reviews of the 
approaches of some of the programme’s large research projects as they begin their 
work (Bateman et al., Tiffin et al. and Shepherd et al.), as well as the reflections of 
a number of small scoping studies and capacity building projects set up specifically 
to scope research agendas and to facilitate the development of interdisciplinary 
research capacity (Marzano et al., Matthews and Selman, Dougill et al., Waterton et 
al. and Huby et al.). 
 
It is clearly quite unusual for an issue of an academic journal to consider a set of 
research initiatives at an early stage in their development, prior to the production of 
polished results and outcomes. The justification for this is research validation. 
Normally in disciplinary-based research, this can be left to peer review of 
knowledge outputs. But in interdisciplinary programmes, the actual process of 
doing the research may itself lack legitimacy. There is also a need therefore to open 
up to wider scrutiny, the process and rationale of interdisciplinary research. 
 
Of course, in itself, peer review of interdisciplinary research is not straightforward 
in a predominantly disciplinary scientific universe. Therefore, as part of the 
production of the special issue, and indeed in the RELU programme more broadly, 
we are deliberately looking to engineer ‘an invisible college’ of social and natural 
scientists with an active and sympathetic, but not uncritical, interest in the conduct 
and future of the programme. Papers in the special issue have gone through a two-
stage process of peer review. They were first subject to internal peer review at a 
RELU workshop, People and the Environment: Scoping the Research Agenda, in 
May 2005. At the workshop each paper was exposed to the critical comment of an 
academic and a senior stakeholder. In addition all workshop participants were 
invited to grade each contribution and offer comments on strengths and areas for 
improvement. After this initial review, a selection of the most promising pieces 
were invited to prepare full papers for the special issue which were each then 
subject to anonymous peer review by three referees from appropriate social and 
natural science backgrounds.  
 
We are very grateful to all of the referees who offered comments on individual 
papers and to the Editor of JAE for both the invitation to RELU to prepare the 
special issue and for his editorial suggestions throughout the process. The writing of  
rounded papers by groups of co-authors with a breadth of disciplinary expertise is 
clearly an intellectually challenging process in itself, especially when the intention 
is to make the papers as accessible as possible to a wide audience. We are 
especially thankful to the cooperation of the contributors to the special issue who 
responded positively to reviewers’ comments and kept to tight publication 
deadlines. Finally, special thanks are due to Eileen Curry, Valerie Cooper and Nikki 
Forster for their organisational skills in administering the process. 
